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Conflicting views on corporate social responsibility had led to various studies on CSR. However, the 
previous studies focus mainly on large firms than small and medium entrepreneurs. It is important to 
study corporate social responsibility in the context of small and medium enterprises. This is because 
any initiatives taken by small and medium enterprises can affect the society and economy due its 
large contribution. Therefore, this paper provides a view on corporate social responsibility among 
Malaysian entrepreneurs, mainly small and medium enterprises.  
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INTRODUCTION 
When corporate social responsibility (CSR) is first introduced, it was not widely accepted by 
businesses during that era. There were negative views and critiques regarding CSR. Based on the 
views from different scholars, it has shown that CSR in business has been perceived in multiple ways 
(Carroll, 1979; Jamali, Zanhour, & Keshishian, 2009). Moreover, the conventional way of conducting 
business focus primarily on profit-maximising (Friedman, 1970).  As the time goes, CSR has gotten 
the attention and more businesses are aware on the importance of CSR compared to before. This is 
due to the emergence of the economy and societal expectations from the society and stakeholders 
(Pedersen, 2015). Nevertheless, CSR evolution can be seen in the change of prime focus of social 
responsibilities (Carroll, 1979). In the past, social responsibility aspects such as occupational health 
and work equity are not the concerns of a firm. But, the businesses in the present day are more 
responsible in conducting their business. Acts related to social responsibility like workers’ rights as 
well as occupational health and safety are becoming obligatory regulations in most firms. 
There are numerous strategies and approaches by the government and related bodies to increase the 
implementation of CSR, not only in large firms but also in small and medium enterprises (SMEs) as 
well (UNICEF, 2013). However, until now, research on CSR in the context of SMEs are not widely 
explored.  
 
THE CONCEPT OF CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 
One of the main reasons for the issues related to CSR is due to its broad concept. There is no definite 
or “one size fits all” definition for CSR (Marrewijk, 2003). Thus, several definitions and concepts have 
emerged from the debates that have been articulated years by years.  
Howard R. Bowen, who is renowned as the Father of CSR published the first work on the concept of 
CSR in 1953 through his book Social Responsibilities of the Businessman. As seen from the title, 
eISBN 978-967-0910-76-5 316
Conference on Business Management 2017 




previously CSR is only known as social responsibility of business. This is because the role of 
businessmen is not widely acknowledged during in that era. From Bowen’s publication, many debates 
on CSR have emerged. 
A different view from Milton Friedman emerged in 1970. This has been an important stage in 
developing the idea of CSR. This is because the view from Friedman is contrastive from views around 
that era. Friedman (1970) does not reject CSR and argued that the sole social responsibility of a 
business is to utilise its resources and involve in activities  in order to increase its profit considering it 
stays within the rules of the game, that is clear from deception or fraud. Additionally, his work has 
clearly stated the scope of CSR, its connection to shareholders and owners, as well as its link to profit 
maximisation (Friedman, 1970). 
Companies Commission of Malaysia (2013) define CSR as “the commitment by corporations and 
businesses towards achieving sustainability in the social, economic and environmental conditions in 
furtherance to the pursuit of profitability” page 4. In addition, UNICEF (2013) define CSR as “a set of 
voluntary business takes over and above compliance with the law” page 12. Meanwhile, World 
Business Council for Sustainable Development (n.d.) define CSR as “the continuing commitment by 
business to contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life of the workforce 
and their families as well as the community and society at large”.  
Despite the various definitions, CSR can be clearly explained by using a Three-Dimensional 
Conceptual Model of Corporate Performance. The model developed by Archie B. Carroll in 1979 
consists of four dimensions, namely economic responsibilities, legal responsibilities, ethical 
responsibilities, and discretionary responsibilities. These responsibilities must be satisfied for a firm to 
become socially responsible.    
First is economic responsibilities. Economic responsibilities are the basic responsibility needs to be 
carried out. Generally, business is the basic economic system in the society. Providing goods and 
services needed by the society as well as making profit from them are the established economic 
responsibilities abide by businesses (Carroll, 1979). Second is legal responsibilities. Legal 
responsibilities are affiliated to economic responsibilities. This is because the society expected firm 
follows the legal guidelines in conducting business (Carroll, 1979). Third is ethical responsibilities. 
Due to the vague definition of ethical responsibilities, it is the hardest to comply. Additionally, there 
are no guidelines on ethical responsibilities for business to follow. It is not stated in law but is 
anticipated by society. This also shows the expectation of society beyond legal responsibilities 
(Carroll, 1979).  Last is discretionary responsibilities. This is the most favourable responsibilities 
among others. Majority of Malaysian firms conducted discretionary responsibilities. Compared to 
ethical and legal responsibilities, society anticipates the social roles but it relies upon one’s 
judgement, values and choice. In addition, rather than obligations, this responsibility is voluntary and 
inclined towards business’s willingness to engage in social roles. The examples of discretionary 
responsibilities are donations, disaster relief and organise a talk on health awareness (Carroll, 1979). 
Therefore, CSR can be defined as the incorporation of economic, legal ethical and discretionary 
expectations of society on firms at a certain period as the social responsibility of business (Carroll, 
1979). 
Moreover, there are numerous terminologies for CSR (Carroll, 1979; Companies Commission of 
Malaysia, 2013; Nejati & Amran, 2013; UNICEF, 2013). Corporate Responsibility, Sustainability, 
Sustainable Development or Business Practice, Corporate Citizenship, Responsible Business 
Practice, Environmental Involvement, Environment, Social and Governance, and Triple Bottom Line 
are the alternative terminologies for CSR (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013; Nejati & 
Amran, 2013; UNICEF, 2013). Different terminologies are used due to the variety of perceptions, 
conceptualisations, and definitions in CSR (Carroll, 1979).  
 
CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY IN MALAYSIA 
CSR disclosure and reporting, awards, as well as guidelines provided by the Malaysian government 
and related organisations are the government’s initiatives to introduce CSR to businesses. Malaysian 
government has made it an obligation for public-listed companies (PLCs) to disclose and report their 
CSR activities (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013; UNICEF, 2013). It can benefit businesses 
in transparency, encourage innovation, improve reputation, decrease corporate risk, and attract 
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favourable financing conditions (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013). According to UNICEF 
(2013), there are no reporting requirements for government-linked companies (GLCs) and SMEs. The 
disclosure must be categorised into four categories, namely marketplace content, workplace content, 
community content, and environment content (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013; UNICEF, 
2013). These categories hold different characteristics that needs to be reported accordingly to the 
stakeholder (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013).  
Firstly, marketplace content. This content illustrates the implementation of socially responsible 
practice in conducting the business, such as “assistance to the local businesses or suppliers, 
customer retention and satisfaction, product safety, quality of product or service, fair pricing, 
marketing and advertising ethics and consumer education” (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 
2013). However, not all firms implement CSR initiatives in their supply chain (UNICEF, 2013). 
Additionally, there might be an adequate understanding on the responsibility of product or services 
(UNICEF, 2013). According to Companies Commission of Malaysia (2013), the focus stakeholders for 
marketplace content are customers, business partners, and investors.  
Secondly, workplace content. In this content, firm reports the benefits and support provided. For 
instance, “wages, pensions and other employee benefits, health and safety at the workplace, nursing 
mother’s facility, staff training and development, equal opportunity employment, diversity, internal 
corruption policy and work life balance” (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013). This can be a 
drawback to firms with no related policies such as flexible office hours, diversity coaching or training, 
and  childcare amenities (UNICEF, 2013). According to Companies Commission of Malaysia (2013), 
the focus stakeholders for workplace content are employees, public authorities, and trade unions. 
Thirdly, community content. This content provides details on volunteering activities as well as 
charitable donations and sponsorship that contributes to economic development. The details can 
consist of “enhancing local facilities and systems, community engagement and development or 
security and community healthcare or education” (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013). This 
content may contain philanthropic activities rather than other related activities (UNICEF, 2013). 
According to Companies Commission of Malaysia (2013), the focus stakeholders for community 
content are employees, public authorities, and related local authorities. 
Lastly, environment content. This content demonstrates the actions taken to protect and preserve the 
environment. “The use of renewable energy, reduce air and water pollution, reduce use of hazardous 
chemicals, reduce effluents and waste generation, monitor energy usage, monitor and reduce 
greenhouse gas and other emissions and maintain biodiversity” are the examples of this content 
(Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013). UNICEF (2013) reported almost 25% of firms provide no 
data. According to Companies Commission of Malaysia (2013), the focus stakeholders for 
environment content are employees, business partners, investors, consumers, public authorities, and 
the local community. 
Other than CSR disclosure and reporting, there are awards specifically given to firms with remarkable 
impacts of their CSR programmes and activities in order to increase the awareness and the 
implementation of CSR in the Malaysian firms. There are The Prime Minister’s CSR awards which 
comprises variety of categories namely, Community and Social Welfare, Cultural and Heritage, 
Education, Environment, Small Company CSR, Best CSR/Workplace Practices, Empowerment of 
Women, Special Award-Media Reporting, Best Overall CSR Programme, Family Friendly Workplaces, 
and Outstanding Opportunities for People with Disabilities (UNICEF, 2013). The award that was 
introduced in 2007 has won by numerous firms such as DiGi, CIMB, Telekom Malaysia, MEASAT 
Broadcast Network Systems, and IBM Malaysia Sdn Bhd (UNICEF, 2013). Additionally, ACCA 
Malaysia Sustainability Reporting Awards (ACCA MaSRA) recognised firms in terms of their 
sustainability report as part of firms’ annual reports (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013). 
 
CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY IN MALAYSIAN SMALL AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES 
The term “corporate” that is used in corporate social responsibility imposed confusion for SMEs. This 
is because the term corporate is usually associated with large firms. Therefore, can corporate social 
responsibility be implemented in SMEs when there are differences in both large firms and SMEs?  
SMEs are known for its important role in the economy as well as its limitations and challenges. 
Limited resources, financial constraint, low number of employees, and lack of knowledge and skills 
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are the examples of challenges faced by SMEs (Musa & Chinniah, 2016). These challenges are one 
of the distinct features of SMEs and large firms.  
However, the challenges and limitations can act as the advantages depending on circumstances. One 
of the examples is the low number of employees in SMEs make it easier for changes to be 
implemented. Thus, this will ease the process of implementing CSR in SMEs. 
In Malaysia, the awareness of SMEs on CSR was reported at medium level and been perceived as 
positive view (Abdullah, Mohamad, & Mahat, 2015; Mohd Nasir, Abdul Halim, Mohd Sallem, Jasni, & 
Aziz, 2015). Malaysian SMEs are involved in CSR through monetary donation, property donation and 
offer help if the community need any (Abdullah et al., 2015).  
 As stated earlier, it is obligatory for business to disclose and report their CSR activities. However, 
there is a difference in the reporting and disclosure between listed companies and SMEs. Unlike large 
firms, SMEs are not obliged to report their CSR activities (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 
2013). According to Companies Commission of Malaysia (2013), this is due to the lack of resources 
and financial constraint that SMEs faced. In order for SMEs to associate with CSR, they can 
collaborate with large firms in conducting CSR activities. However, it can be more beneficial for large 
firms as they will get the most exposure, such as from the media.  
Other than that, SMEs are consociated to CSR through the supply chain with large firms (Companies 
Commission of Malaysia, 2013). This is because large firms may implement CSR standards in the 
supply chain which needs to be adhered to. In spite of that high costs can incur in this process such 
as essential resources and skills (Ciliberti et al., 2008). Therefore, despite limitations encounter by 
SMEs, there are ways that SMEs can be associated with CSR. 
In the context of CSR studies in Malaysia, previous studies focus more on the relationship between 
CSR and non-financial performance of firms as well as CSR disclosures (Mohd Nasir et al., 2015). 
Moreover, the studies also focus on large firms. As mentioned earlier, findings on large firms cannot 
represent SMEs due to the differences in their characteristics, limitations, and challenges. 
It is vital to conduct the study and explore CSR in the context of SMEs. This is because of the large 
contribution on SMEs to the Malaysia’s economy. The contributions is primarily in terms of GDP and 
total employment (SME Corporation Malaysia, 2016). Table 1 portrays the distribution of SME GDP 
and overall GDP share by key economic activity in 2015 from various sectors of SMEs (SME 
Corporation Malaysia, 2016). 
 
 
Table 1: SME GDP and Overall GDP Share by Key Economic Activity in 2015  
(constant 2010 prices) 
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Thus, with its significant role in Malaysia’s economy, any social and environmental initiatives taken by 
SMEs are important and becomes an important contribution to the society (Companies Commission 
of Malaysia, 2013).  
Additionally, the implementation of CSR can help to benefit businesses in numerous ways. Firstly, it 
can increase competitive advantage (Companies Commission of Malaysia, 2013). By having CSR, it 
can differentiate products and services from other brands. Furthermore, present-day customers are 
more inclined towards products that are manufactured on responsible conditions (Companies 
Commission of Malaysia, 2013). This can help SMEs to improve its business and get recognised by 
potential customers. Secondly, CSR can also help in retaining employees. Policies related to 




There is a positive, increasing advancement in the study of CSR in Malaysia. Previous studies have 
focused on large firms instead of SMEs as well as the disclosure and reporting of CSR. Therefore, it 
is important to close the gap in the CSR literature by exploring CSR in the context of SMEs. 
Furthermore, future studies can contribute the body of knowledge by considering other factors that 

























Conference on Business Management 2017 








Abdullah, S., Mohamad, A., & Mahat, N. I. (2015). Kesedaran Terhadap Tanggungjawab Sosial 
Korporat (CSR) dalam Kalangan Usahawan Kecil dan Sederhana di Malaysia. Journal of Global 
Business and Social Entrepreneurship, 1(1), 77–84. 
Carroll, A. B. (1979). A Three-Dimensional Conceptual Model of Corporate Performance. Academy of 
Management Review, 4(4), 497–505. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.1979.4498296 
Ciliberti, F., Pontrandolfo, P., & Scozzi, B. (2008). Investigating corporate social responsibility in 
supply chains: a SME perspective. Journal of Cleaner Production, 16(15), 1579–1588. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2008.04.016 
Companies Commission of Malaysia. (2013). Best Business Practice Circular 5/2013 Corporate 
Responsibility : Guidance to Disclosure and Reporting, 1–24. Retrieved from 
http://www.ssm.com.my/en/CRAgenda/ 
Friedman, M. (1970). The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits. New York Times 
Magazine, 6(Newspaper Article), 33,122-126. Retrieved from http://www.nytimes.com/ 
Jamali, D., Zanhour, M., & Keshishian, T. (2009). Peculiar strengths and relational attributes of SMEs 
in the context of CSR. Journal of Business Ethics, 87(3), 355–377. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-008-9925-7 
Marrewijk, M. van. (2003). Concepts and definitions of CSR and corporate sustainability: Between 
agency and communion. Journal of Business Ethics, 44(2), 95–105. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/25075020 
Mohd Nasir, N. E., Abdul Halim, N. A., Mohd Sallem, N. R., Jasni, N. S., & Aziz, N. F. (2015). 
Corporate Social Responsibility : An Overview from Malaysia. Journal of Applied Environmental 
and Biological Sciences, 4(January), 82–87. 
Musa, H., & Chinniah, M. (2016). Malaysian SMEs Development: Future and Challenges on Going 
Green. Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 224, 254–262. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2016.05.457 
Nejati, M., & Amran, A. (2013). Corporate social responsibility terminologies in small businesses: 
insights from Malaysia. Business Strategy Series, 14(1), 11–14. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/17515631311295668 
Pedersen, E. (2015). Corporate social responsibility (1st ed.). SAGE Publications Ltd. 
SME Corporation Malaysia. (2016). SME Developments and Outlook. SME Corporation Malaysia. 
Retrieved from http://www.smecorp.gov.my/vn2/node/1856 
UNICEF, U. N. C. F. (2013). Corporate Social Responsibility Policies in Malaysia. Retrieved from 
internal-pdf://0975650089/United Nations-2001-Corporate Social Responsib.pdf 
World Business Council for Sustainable Development. (n.d.). Meeting Changing Expectations. 
WBCSD Publications. 
 
eISBN 978-967-0910-76-5 321
